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“No matter how big a nation is, it is no stronger than its  
weakest people, and as long as you keep a person down,  
some part of you has to be down there to hold him down,  
so it means you cannot soar as you might otherwise.”
 Marian Anderson* (1897–1993)
As the brain’s sophisticated systems develop, our beliefs about ourselves and the world develop 
with them. These beliefs include blind spots that we often must ignore in order to allow the 
illogical seem logical. The rise of the Black Lives Matter movement has forced me to wrestle 
with one of my own destructive blind spots: the privileged life I live being white. In this ar-
ticle, I share some of my personal struggles recognizing and accepting the reality of my white 
privilege, and my desire to shed the prejudices that have kept me blind to those advantages.
In my teaching, I foster learner autonomy among my students. In many ways, I believe the 
most important aspect of my work is promoting this autonomy and the critical thinking that it 
requires. In an effort to practice what I preach, I have striven to be a lifelong learner myself, 
but as I grow older, this goal becomes more difficult to achieve. I find there are fewer things I 
need to learn in order to keep my life running smoothly, so it is easy to become complacent 




and inert. This has happened to me despite hurriedly racing through each day feeling busy, 
competent and productive.
Humans are creatures of habit and of comfort, and once we have discovered one way to suc-
cessfully get a job done, we are apt to stop looking for more; we stop seeking out new ideas, 
and often we stop learning. Of course, we understand that as children we had a lot to learn 
and spent most of our time engaged in learning. When I was a young adult, there were count-
less things I was required to learn as well, for instance, waiting until the last minute to write 
a term paper is a bad idea; you need insurance to own a car; when you set a mouse trap, you 
will need to empty it; and middle seats on airplanes are generally not the best choice. However, 
these days there are fewer and fewer things I need to learn or question to manage my daily life. 
This is understandable, but it is also dangerous; dangerous because without thought or reflec-
tion, it is easy to start to unconsciously believe that I basically know all I need to know. But 
Black Lives Matter has taught me I do not, and I certainly do not know enough about myself 
to understand my place in the world. This awakening has forced me to rekindle my ability to 
open my mind and explore my beliefs.
At this point, I would like to introduce myself. I am American. I am a native English speaker. 
And I am white. Therefore, I have lived a life of privilege.
Recently, this fact became undeniable to me, and as I reflected, I could not help but be initially 
surprised by it. Being a woman, I have experienced more than my fair share of indignities. I was 
taught how to use a sewing machine, but not how to use a drill. I learned that menstruation, 
something essential to maintaining the human race, was something I should avoid talking about 
and I should certainly not mention in front of males. I live in a world where women routinely 
make substantially less money than men for the same work, and I learned that even though I 
have a job outside the home, I am expected to shoulder the majority of work at home. I have 
been all but forced to allow ‘chivalrous’ males to hold the door for me while they refuse to let 
me hold the door for them. And male coworkers have told me that I have nice legs, that they 
can guess my bra size, that my salary is a ‘bonus’ to my family, and that I am too aggressive.
In addition, I have suffered being a ‘foreigner’ in many different countries in the world. I have 
paid higher prices because it was assumed that I had more money than the local people. I have 
been turned away from renting apartments and refused service at restaurants. My ideas have 
been disregarded because I was “unable to understand cultural intricacies”. And I have been 




These experiences have not led me to feel privileged. But I am. I am because I am white, and 
my white skin has afforded me opportunities I am beginning to understand for the first time 
in my life.
Over the last year I have learned that I am freer than the average Black or brown person. When 
people see me, they do not generally feel suspicious and hold on to their bags more tightly. 
Nor do they wonder if I have ever committed a crime or if I finished high school. They do 
not question if I am unemployed or want a ‘handout’. They do not immediately feel superior 
to me because of the color of my skin. Thus, I have much less to prove to the people I meet, 
and as a result, I have, and have had, more opportunities than many people of color because 
my starting point in life was unfairly far ahead of theirs. In the United States, 60 percent of 
the population is white. That means because of my genetics, something that I can claim no 
personal credit for, I have lived a more privileged life than 40 percent of Americans. I have, 
for example, been able to live in less polluted neighborhoods, drink cleaner water and attend 
better-funded public schools. I have been exposed to less crime and had more opportunities 
for higher education and preventative healthcare. And my parents did not suffer the trauma of 
dealing with rank injustices inflicted on them and their children in everyday life because of the 
color of their skin. Thus, my parents probably had more emotional and mental space to par-
ent me than many parents of color have to parent their children even though they love their 
children just as much mine love me.
Yet, I am just becoming aware of all that, and I see I have a lot of soul searching to do.
My mother, an only child, grew up in a conservative, rural community in the Midwestern region 
of the United States where there were no people of color. She remembers the day, when she was 
seven or eight, that she first saw a Black person. It was a day her family had gone to a nearby 
town, and while they were driving through it, a Black man was standing on a corner. When my 
grandfather saw him, he chuckled and said something disparaging. Although my mother did not 
fully understand what he meant, she got the message that somehow being Black was undesir-
able, and she laughed, too. At another time in her life, the family moved to New Mexico. When 
they arrived, she became friends with a little girl whose parents were from Mexico. As soon as 
my grandparents discovered the friendship, they forbade my mother to play with the girl. My 
mother was confused by this because she thought it was unfair to dislike her friend because of 
where her parents were from. The injustice of this stuck with my mother; it planted the seed 
that allowed her to begin to grow beyond the legacy of her parents’ prejudices when she was 
studying for her master’s degree. She remembers repeatedly finding herself unintentionally 
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walking across campus with the same Black woman on her way to class. At some point, they 
started chatting during these walks. One day, my mother was suddenly struck by how much she 
enjoyed talking with the woman, how well dressed and well spoken she was, and how impres-
sive it was she was working on her PhD. She realized there was absolutely nothing not to like 
about the Black woman. In this moment, the foundation of her beliefs shifted, and she began 
exploring race and equality with her own mind based on her own experiences.
My father, on the other hand, grew up in an affluent suburb of Washington D.C., and his father 
owned a business and often worked with people of color. From his earliest years, my father 
saw people of color treated with respect. As a young adult, he joined the U.S. Navy and was 
stationed in Guam. While there, he was traumatized by bullying from a white superior officer 
(who was later dishonorably discharged). My father was the manager of the officers’ cafeteria, 
and all of the cooks there were Filipinos. His fondest memories of his time in Guam were shar-
ing meals and conversation in the kitchen with the cooks whom he considered his equals and 
friends. Later in his life he was active in the civil rights movement, and throughout the rest of 
his life he worked for justice for all people. He taught his children that we should do the same.
Thus, my parents were good role models; they taught me that all lives matter. However, my 
parents were not my only teachers. Society itself also taught me a lot, and its power outstripped 
my parents’ influence. I now realize that while a part of me knows what is true and right, deep, 
well-hidden beliefs have grown in me that mirror those of much of American society. My child-
hood community, a small town in the Midwest that had very few people of color, seems to have 
taught me that while Black lives do matter, white lives matter more. Why have they mattered 
more to me? Because despite what my parents taught me, on some level I developed beliefs in 
line with some of the misrepresentations of systemic racism: white people work harder, are 
more trustworthy, make more of their education and generally just make better life choices.
As I reflect on my early years to identify where this insidious lie took root, I remember Una, 
the cute Black girl in fourth grade. My sister and I do not recall any other Black children in 
our school at that time, so she must have felt very isolated. I sat beside Una in class and can 
see her clearly in my mind’s eye with her little braids, dainty dresses and glasses. One day, she 
urinated in her chair. I can see that image, too; her sitting in her bucket chair in a small pond 
of urine. I thought, “Why doesn’t she get up and tell the teacher? Why is she just sitting there? 
This is too weird.” That’s where the memory ends; I do not know what happened after that. 
However, I do believe that I did nothing. I did not offer to help. I did not console. Thus, I let 




Today, I am curious about why she was not. Maybe it was because we did not like the same 
things. But maybe it was because she was Black. I wonder if at nine I had already learned we 
were “not supposed to be” friends, that she was not worthy of my friendship because of the 
color of her skin. If Una remembers that day, I would like to tell her that I am sorry for not 
helping her as she sat alone in her shame. Without question, I know she certainly deserved 
some basic human kindness that I did not offer her.
Henry David Thoreau, renowned American poet and essayist of the 1800s, was also a fervent 
abolitionist who worked as a conductor on the underground railroad to aid escaped slaves in 
their flight toward freedom in Canada. He once said, “It is never too late to give up your preju-
dices.” After the rise of Black Lives Matter, I realize I want to fully uncover mine because I now 
know they are there; then, I want to learn how to give them up. To do so, I need to wrestle with 
the reality of the privileges that have been bestowed on me due to being born white; privileges 
most people of color, particularly Blacks, both in the United States and in many other places 
around the globe have not had. As I work to find my place among the peoples of the world, I 
want to share this self-reckoning with my students, my colleagues and with my community to 
support them in their journey to find theirs. Because if we are busy holding others down, even 
if only through our unspoken or unexplored beliefs, we cannot reach the heights for which 
we are each destined.
*Marian Anderson was a renowned American contralto who overcame racial injustices to become an inspi-
rational and influential artist during the twentieth century. She was the recipient of numerous prestigious 
awards and honors including the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the National Women’s Hall of Fame, the 
Congressional Gold Medal, the Kennedy Center Honors and a Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award.
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